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In a corporate environment that is changing at warp speed, performing 
consistently at high levels is more difficult and more necessary than 
ever. Narrow interventions simply aren't sufficient anymore. 
Companies can't afford to address their employees' cognitive capacities 
while ignoring their physical, emotional, and spiritual well-being. On 
the playing field or in the boardroom, high performance depends on 
how much people renew and recover energy as on how they expend it, 
on how they manage their lives as much as on how they manage their 
work. When people feel strong and resilient - physically, mentally, 
emotionally, and spiritually - they perform better, with more passion, 
for longer. They win, their families win, and the corporations that 
employ them win. (Jim Loehr and Tony Schwartz (2001) The Making 
ofa Corporate Athlete, p.128) 
This paper is concerned with thinking about the nature of work related identities in the 
context of profound transformations in the world of work. These concerns are made 
explicit in a number of texts including Richard Sennett's (1998) The Corrosion of 
Character, Ulrich Beck's (2000) The Brave New World of Work, Zygmunt Bauman's 
(2001) The Individualized Society and Jeremy Rifkin's The End of Work (1995). At 
issue here is a sense that processes of globalisation, facilitated by electronically 
enabled, micro-processor based technologies, have transformed the physical reality of 
paid work in many of the industrialised nations. In addition, these processes have 
transformed the spaces in which work is imagined. So that new narratives of work, of 
its value, of who participates in it and how this participation is structured have emerged 
and been articulated - by employers, unions and governments. 
At the turn of the 20 th century Max Weber published his provocative and highly 
influential essay, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. His purpose was to 
explore the particular vittues that should be seen as attaching to work, and the particular 
influence that certain Protestant sects had on articulating these virtues. One hundred 
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years later we think that it is timely to describe and analyse the particular virtues and 
ethical injunctions that attach to work in globalised, flexible capitalism - a markedly 
different context to the one that Weber set out to explore. 
One of the consequences that has attracted much attention and discussion is the 
connection between contemporary work practices (and the management of these 
practices) and the health and well-being of those who work - often longer, often harder, 
often with less security, often in the quest for Continuous Quality Improvement. This 
focus on workplace health and well-being - evidenced by an emergent, and significant, 
commercial, academic and policy interest in the idea of Work-Life Balance (for 
example, DTI 2003, Well-Being-ESRC 2003, Future of Work-ESRC 2003, Taylor 
2002) - enables us to explore a number of developments in ways of thinking about the 
nature of the relationships that ought, properly, exist between persons who work (or 
who want to work) and the world of paid work. 
Against this backdrop we want to suggest that Michel Foucault's later genealogies of 
the Self (1978, 1985, 1986, 1988,2000 a&b), and the literature that is indebted to these 
genealogies, can provide a powerful analytical and methodological approach in a 
number of fields allied to the sociology of work (for example, organisation and critical 
management studies). Particularly in terms of understanding the ways in which 
employees are encouraged to recognise themselves, their interests, and their aspirations 
in the variety of workplace practices and programs that promise to produce in 
employees a desire to practise their freedom in ways that will make their organisations 
more productive, efficient and competitive 
The Brave New World of Work? New Work Ethics? 
A broad literature concerned with the sociology of so-called new work orders has 
emerged in the last few decades. In this literature a number of prominent sociologists 
point to the emergence of widespread anxieties and uncertainties as individuals work 
away at their own Do-It-Yourself (DIY) biographical projects in increasingly 
globalised settings (Beck et al 1994, Giddens 1991, Rifkin 1995, Sennett 1998). A 
globalising risk society has restructured the demand for labour intensive manufacturing 
and service jobs, and witnessed the emergence of an increased demand for 'flexibility', 
'casualisation', 'upskilling', 'multi-skilling', 'life long learning', and 'core' and 
'peripheral' workforces (Rifkin 1995, Sennett 1998). These processes have rendered 
the world of paid work increasingly uncertain and risky. As Ulrich Beck (2000) argues, 
in the brave new world of work 'one future trend is clear. For a majority of people, even 
in the apparently prosperous middle layers, their basic existence and lifeworld will be 
marked by endemic insecurity. More and more individuals are encouraged to perform 
as a 'Me & Co.', selling themselves on the marketplace' (p.3). 
In a discussion over two chapters of The Rise and Fall of Labour, and Local Orders, 
Global Chaos, Zygmunt Bauman (2001) makes a number of observations that are 
particularly relevant here. Pointing to the novel processes of individualisation at work 
in the world of work, Bauman (2001) argues that working lives have become 'saturated 
with uncertainty' (p.24). In some respects, as Bauman (2001) concedes, there is little 
that is 'particularly new' about this situation - 'working life has been full of uncertainty 
since time immemorial'. Bauman's argument, however, is that contemporary workplace 
uncertainties are of a 'strikingly novel kind' - these uncertainties are a 'powerful 
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individualizing force'. For Bauman, such uncertainty 'divides instead of uniting, and 
since there is no telling who might wake up in what division, the idea of "common 
interests" grows ever more nebulous and in the end becomes incomprehensible. Fears, 
anxieties and grievances are made in such a way as to be suffered alone' (p.24). 
Under these, admittedly, generalised circumstances we are concerned with examining 
and analysing the ways in which persons practise their freedom in relation to the world 
of paid work at the start of the 21 st century. The individualising processes that Beck and 
Bauman identify create new imperatives for workers to practise their freedom in 
particular ways - in work organisations where concerns with performance, efficiency 
and competition energise the articulation of new relationships between more and more 
aspects of a worker's life. These relationships are not only located morally, 
instrumentally and physically in places of work. Indeed, our interest here is in the ways 
in which certain work ethics - certain ways of being a person who works - are also 
connected to ways of being a parent, a partner, dependent, independent, young, mature, 
professional, unprofessional. 
Of course any discussion of work ethics must make reference to Max Weber's famous 
essay - The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism - which explored the 
particular virtues that should be seen as attaching to work, and the particular influence 
that certain Protestant sects had on articulating these virtues. In that essay Weber's 
concern was with investigating the relationship between a Puritan/Calvinist view that 
hard work, done well, was its own reward, and a so-called spirit of capitalism - a 
'somewhat pretentious' (Weber 1992, p.47) term seeking to define and describe those 
peculiar behaviours and dispositions that focus on the pursuit of economic gain via the 
'routinised, calculated' management of labour within 'continuously functioning 
enterprises' (Giddens 1992, p.xi, see also Weber 1992, Bendix 1962, Sennett 1988). 
Weber's work, and the literature that draws on it is useful here because it introduces a 
concern with understanding the particular virtues and ethical injunctions associated 
with work that emerge at particular times, and with particular consequences. These 
work ethics have a social and historical character - the task, for Weber in 19th century 
Europe and America, was 'to find out whose intellectual child the particular concrete 
from of rational thought was, from which the idea of a calling and the devotion to 
labour in the calling has grown'(Weber 1992, p.78). The task we set ourselves here is to 
contribute to the discussions that are seeking to describe and analyse the particular 
virtues and ethical injunctions that attach to work in a globalised risk society. 
Foucault: The Practise of Freedom and an Ethics of the Self 
Max Weber posed the question: If one wants to behave rationally and regulate 
one's action according to true principles, what part of one's self should one 
renounce? What is the ascetic price of reason? To what kind of asceticism 
should one submit? I posed the opposite question: How have certain kinds of 
interdictions required the price of certain kinds of knowledge about oneself? 
What must one know about one-self in order to be willing to renounce 
anything? (Michel Foucault (2000b ) Technologies of the Self, p.224) 
The plural and the problematic are important in our concern with New Work Ethics? 
These qualifications point to an acknowledgement that there is a multitude of ways in 
which one might conduct oneself. It is unhelpful, we suggest, to think of a singular 
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(Protestant) work ethic. In addition the emergence of new ways in which one is 
expected to conduct oneself does not mean that older ways disappear, or that these new 
ways indeed supplant earlier models designed to guide one's conduct. Rather, it is more 
useful to analyse these injunctions to be as they exist alongside or in tension with other 
models for personhood. 
To practise one's freedom is to develop certain dispositions, behaviours, capacities and 
commitments - in settings, practices and systems of interaction in which others seek to 
manage or encourage particular behaviours and dispositions. It is in the compulsion to 
choose, to make appropriate choices from a range of culturally and historically specific 
options that we, not only, practise our freedom, but also carry the responsibilities and 
obligations, or reap the rewards that flow from practising our freedom in these ways. It 
is in this sense that we think it is worthwhile to reflect on the forms of work related 
personhood that we are encouraged to cultivate in these times, under these 
circumstances (Rose 1999, Foucault 2000a). 
Our interests here are well served via an engagement with Foucault's (1978, 1985, 
1986, 1988, 2000a&b) genealogies of ethical practices of the self. In this literature 
Foucault (1985) directed aspects of his analysis of processes of self formation toward 
'the manner in which one ought to form oneself as an ethical subject acting in reference' 
to elements of a particular code of conduct (p.26). Foucault (1985) argued that with 
regard to specific types and codes of action there are a multiplicity of 'ways to "conduct 
oneself" morally, different ways for the acting individual to operate, not just as an agent 
but as an ethical subject of this action' (p.26). 
Foucault (1985) argued that these concerns could frame an historical analysis that 
would take as its object the manner in which 'individuals are urged to constitute 
themselves as subjects of moral conduct', the particular suggestions offered for 
establishing and maintaining a certain 'relationship with the self, for self-reflection, 
self-knowledge, self-examination, for the decipherment of the self by oneself, and, 
finally, the particular reconfigurations which 'one seeks to accomplish with oneself as 
object' (Foucault, 1985. p.29). 
Of interest in this discussion are the variety of behaviours and dispositions; settings, 
practices and systems; relationships, commitments and obligations; rights and 
responsibilities that are identified as, rightly, being of concern when it comes to 
imagining what it means to be a worker of a certain type. And how, in this brave new 
world of work (Beck 2000), ethical dimensions of personhood - how we should practise 
our freedom as workers - appear to encompass more and more elements of the diverse 
repertoire of behaviours, dispositions and capacities that exemplify personhood in the 
Liberal democracies (Hunter 1991, 1993,1994). 
Professionals, Corporate Athletes, Team Players, Entrepreneurs and other workplace 
figures 
In other spaces we have been able to illustrate this more general argument via an 
analysis of the ways in which the management of workplace stress emerges as a 
professional duty of care. That is, the capacity to manage stress, to find an appropriate 
balance between different parts of your life marks the worker as professional. An 
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absence of such capacities marks one as unprofessional (Kelly and Colquhoun 2003, 
2004). 
We have also explored these concerns in a large Information Technology (IT) 
organisation that seeks to produce - via an extensive, intrusive, out-sourced workplace 
health program - employees who imagine themselves as embodying the behaviours and 
dispositions that mark the person as a corporate athlete. Our analysis shows that this 
widely used workplace health program promises to develop in employees an ethic that 
will see them realise that the figure of the corporate athlete, and the work they need to 
do to become such a person, is one that can embody their own desires - for health, 
performance, well-being, career - at the same time as it embodies the organisation's 
desires - for productivity, performance, cost and risk minimisation. In various 
workplaces this program uses a variety of checklists, booklets, measurements and other 
tools to audit the Mind and the Body of all employees (Allender 2002). 
In this context the attention to the performance of the physical body of employees 
reflects a similar approach to that of the athlete. All aspects of an employee's lifeworld 
are interpreted in relation to the effect on the physical body. Diet, exercise and sleeping 
regimes are all designed to gain better performance from the body. Further, the 
measurement of the body provides a physical recording of current health status. This 
documentation provides a record for comparison on an ongoing basis. As a documented 
score it can be examined and critiqued immediately and at any time in the future. The 
documentation allows for a baseline comparison with self over time and with 
colleagues' scores regardless of time. Health is not a state, or condition, or sensation 
experienced by the individual employee. Rather it emerges as something that is 
captured, problematised and made visible and available for the examination of experts. 
This is a clear ordering of forces towards a very specific outcome. It is being made 
clear that there is no place for unhealthy workers at this organisation. This message is 
produced from the company and is aimed directly at the employees. It represents a form 
of 'pastoral power' (Foucault 1983, 1991a) that seeks to induce in employees a 
disposition and capacity to see themselves as corporate athletes whose health is 
fundamental to the health of the organisation. 
The employee is encouraged to undertake a project of self-assessment and correction 
towards clearly identified, and company sanctioned, ideals. The ordering of the 
individual's health as a public concern with direct relevance to the company links the 
individual to the whole and removes any concern for maintaining the privacy of 
personal affairs. Self-assessment and reporting deviation to experts is encouraged in all 
aspects of public and private life. The corporate athlete metaphor problematises 
employee behaviour at all times and blurs traditional barriers between the private and 
the public. Assessment of the body rationalised in health is considered appropriate even 
at times, and in processes generally thought to be private. An example is found in the 
employee health assessments from the Exercise Prescription booklet: 
BACK END INDEX 
Traditional ways of looking at diet have tended to focus on what's going on at the front 
end of the system. However, if things are ticking over nicely at the back end of the 
system, if food is moving through the body efficiently, then there is a good chance that 
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you've got a good, high fibre, low fat diet, high water content diet. 'It' should be loose, 
floating and happen 2 or 3 times a day. 
Assessment of all functions of the body is encouraged and a normal figure is provided 
to allow comparison. Each member of the organisation is thus equipped with techniques 
encouraging them to behave and think in ways considered to be valuable and normal 
within the organisation. The assumption, and promise of these programs is that the 
corporate athlete is a conscious, ethical being who can practise their freedom in the 
pursuit of goals devised and designed by management, and the scientific expertise that 
management out sources. 
Conclusion 
This analysis points to particular aspects of the increasingly powerful individualising 
and normalising processes shaping the lifeworlds of worker-citizens in a globalising 
risk society (Beck, 2000, Bauman 2001). Processes that require those who wish to be 
positively identified as professional, entrepreneurial, resilient, effective, athletic (as 
descriptors of personhood) to do particular sorts of work on themselves - or suffer the 
consequences. In no way is this analysis suggestive of a situation of total, disciplinary 
surveillance in which there is no space for persons to resist the various attempts to 
make individuals responsible for the outcomes of their choices to be athletic or 
professional. Rather, this form of analysis suggests that our understandings of 
personhood, of what it means to be a worker of the world, are being rearticulated 
around the very idea that we are free to choose. Not only are we free to choose but we 
must exercise this freedom - reap its rewards, carry its obligations - as individuals. 
And we ought to practise this freedom, as workers, in ways that require us to know 
ourselves and our relationships to ourselves, our bodies, and Others in new ways -
ways that extend beyond the work space and into ever more spaces, relationships, 
practices and behaviours that are conceived as being performance related. All in the 
promise that our new awareness of our health, our bodies, or work-life balance will 
make the organisations we work for more productive, efficient, competitive. 
The brave new world of work is constantly, reflexively re-imagined in terms of 
Continuous Quality Improvement, Total Quality Management, Competition, Flexibility, 
Work-Life Balance, ... Our discussion of the various injunctions and incitements 
associated with New Work Ethics emerges from a concern to explore certain tensions in 
an individualised, globalised world of work. Tensions that become apparent in the sort 
of analysis that draws on Foucault's genealogies of the Self. These tensions include; 
within and between various processes of individualisation and normalisation; within the 
fields of possibilities that might be more, or less, open for some employees; and in the 
very idea, or possibility, of acting otherwise in an individualised, globalised world of 
work. These tensions are suggestive of ways that New Work Ethics might be identified, 
explored and analysed in future research. 
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